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Come, won’t you please join me in the meadow?  

Swathes of pristine, green lawns wholeheartedly accepted as quintessentially American, is in actuality, 
anything but. 

None of the grasses used for these lawns are native to this continent. So it’s no surprise that a lush, 
weed-free lawn comes at great expense, to the environment and to the pocket book. Anyone who has 
had some experience with a residential lawn knows very well the effort he or she must expend to 
maintain it. The reality is that the there is a better alternative to the ubiquitous lawn.  

Meadows are the simple and obvious answer. At first, most people resist the idea only because it seems 
anything but a tidy, ordered piece of land. But this is no longer a simple matter of aesthetic tastes. It is a 
matter of personal and planet health. As with all important changes, the first step is to change our own 
attitudes. Making the commitment to do right is the first step. We have finally reached the point where 
having a meadow is now hip and sexy!!  

Harmless lawn? Hardly  

Five percent of America’s greenhouse gases (GHGs) are produced from mowing lawns. To put that in 
context, all of U.S. tourism (airlines and accommodations) accounts for 4-6% GHGs. The aviation 
industry alone contributes 2%. Now, travel can be curtailed but much of it will remain necessary. 
However, mowing is entirely in our realm of control.  

To maintain a good lawn takes a great amount of fertilizers and weed killers. In the United States, $40 
billion is spent annually to maintain and improve our yards. There are about 27.6 million acres of turf 
grass. Homeowners use ten times more chemical pesticides per acre than farmers use on crops.  
Certainly, organic choices are preferred, but as any lawn-obsessed person will report, they are not as 
effective so the “need” for non-organics continues. Organic or otherwise, it all seeps down or runs off 
into the water table and waterways. Just think for a minute about the impact this must have on the 
quality of our water. Meanwhile, our children and pets come in contact with the chemicals every time 
they play outside.  Is this the American dream?  
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Whether you mow the lawn yourself or get a service to do it, the grass needs cutting at least once a 
week. For the individual, this is not as great a workout as you’ve told yourself. If you are using a manual 
reel mower, kudos to you. But with a gas-powered mower, you are inhaling harmful fumes as well as 
harming your hearing with the noise emissions. Here are some alarming statistics. One hour of mowing 
is the equivalent of driving 350 miles in terms of volatile organic compounds. One gas mower spews 87 
pounds of GHG carbon dioxide and 54 pounds of other pollutants. Over 17 million gallons of gas are 
spilled each year refueling lawn and garden equipment, more oil spilled than by the Exxon Valdez.  In 
hiring a service, add the financial cost to the list.   

To keep a lawn green, it must be watered regularly. Over 50% of U.S. residential water usage goes to 
irrigate lawns. In fact, turf grass is the single-largest irrigated crop. Lawns need on an average 16 inches 
of water versus 4.5 to 8 inches for food crops. And we pay dearly for this water.   

Lawn grass does absolutely nothing towards enriching our biodiversity. In fact, it depletes nature of 
valuable native flora and fauna. Simply put, lawns create an imbalance in nature.  

How switching from lawn to meadow makes a difference  

So, consider the native meadow. There’s time, money, energy and effort to be saved and a whole 
environment to benefit. What more could one want?  

A meadow is a field vegetated primarily by native grasses and non-woody plants.  A good many 
beautiful American natives can make up a meadow. Some may be considered weeds, but in a meadow 
they are crucial. A good example is the much-maligned dandelion. This humble plant provides the 
earliest source of nectar for the insect population. They give a head start to those pollinators that you 
need so badly for your flowers, fruit and vegetables.   

A healthy, vigorous landscape traps pollutants and substantially improves the air quality.  

Native vegetation nurtures native wildlife and thus fosters a natural balance. As a result, natural pests are 
routinely dealt with. In such a state, “foreign” pests do not have a habitat that supports their growth. It 
sounds simple because it is. Basic science.  

To maintain a meadow is remarkably straightforward. Every fall, it is mowed so as to “tidy up.” That’s 
it. And because it consists of native plants, no fertilizers and no water are required. The only expense is 
the start-up costs, and even then, the cost is nothing compared to what it takes to keep a lawn. To 
properly establish a meadow it takes two to three years but that is a mere blink in time when one 
considers that this is such good stewardship of the land.   

A mature meadow teeming with flowers, butterflies, birds and bees cannot be beat.   

Meadow started as an experiment  

My own meadow started out as an experiment about ten years ago. At that time there was very little 
information available on the subject and so I developed it more by instinct. Whenever I spoke of it, I 
received either puzzled looks or outright derisive comments. I was even told I was taking the lazy way 
out.   

I am constantly delighted by what grows in this area, which includes in large part the various bulbs that 
I’ ve added each fall. Then there are the plants that were always there but never got a chance to express 
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themselves as they usually got mowed down. Those are the ajuga, forget-me-nots, violas, dandelions and 
clovers and other perennials. I do still on occasion have to remove thug plants like the garlic mustard. 
However, in general, for most of the growing season, I’m treated to a variety of flowers, visiting 
butterflies and birds, toads, insects and the odd rabbit or two. I’m not sure what the rabbits nibble on, as 
they look very happy and healthy but the plants that I like stay intact.   

The only regular mowing done is to make a path through the meadow leading to the woods beyond.  No 
watering or fertilizing. Ever. Towards the end of the season, everything is mowed down. Not only is this 
proper for the meadow, but it makes it easy for me to plant more bulbs in late fall. So, who’s ready to 
join me? 

Shobha Vanchiswar has been gardening all her life, the last 22 years in Chappaqua. She received the 
Golden Trowel Award for garden design in 2007 from Garden Design magazine. Her jewel-of-a-garden 
here in New Castle was on view in this year’s Garden Conservancy Open Day program. She has a 
garden design business, Seeds of Design. Write her at seedsofdesign@verizon.net . 
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